GATEWAY   TO   GREATNESS
the Serra da Estrela, the great mountainous backbone of Portugal.
Vegetation varies naturally with the change of climate and is
northern, sub-tropical and tropical. Thus we see Portugal pro-
ducing a rich variety of crops, from maize, beans and the grapes of
Entre Minho e Douro, to rice, olives and grapes again in the Tagus
valley, wheat, cork, and olives in the Alemtejo and almonds
and figs in the coastal region of Algarve. Few small countries
have this great variety. Even more marked in this respect are the
conditions prevailing on either side of the Portuguese-Spanish
border. Taken as a whole, Portugal is damp, green and fertile ;
adjacent Spain is parched, tree-less and desert-like. On the
Portuguese side of the border vegetation has an almost tropical
luxuriance ; on the Spanish there are great rock-studded, rainless
plains. Dry and bare Spanish uplands overhang and face the green
and fertile valleys of Portugal and nowhere is this contrast more
in evidence than in the really extraordinary change that takes place
suddenly in the landscape as the frontier is reached and crossed at
Vilar Formoso, the first village in Portugal encountered on the
journey from Madrid. All travellers note this remarkable change
as they enter Portugal from Spain by road and rail.
The late Mr. Rodney Gallop, the British diplomat who became
a leading authority on Peninsula folk-lore, made this journey
many times. " The train," he once wrote, " quickens its pace.
A fissure a few yards wide appears in the plateau, broadens and
becomes a ravine. A stream appears from nowhere. All around,
the plateau, which seemed fixed in infinity and eternity, is cracking,
splintering, crumbling ; and aided by its disintegration the train
gathers speed. All of a sudden, the ground appears to open beneath
the thundering wheels, and there appears, framed between the
flanks of the ravine, a new world full 1,500 feet below. It is as
though some daring mortal, venturing into a barrow of the Little
People, had suddenly beheld the green land of Faery, glittering in
sunshine far below the surface of the earth. Into this green distance
the train drops in wide, sweeping curves. The arid uplands give
way to the pinewoods, the rocky gorges, the heather-covered hills
and die flowering orchards of Upper Beira (Beira Alt). The broad
mass of the Serra da Estrela unfolds itself in all its majesty. Every
moment the landscape grows more smiling and intimate and the
heart of the traveller rejoices in the blend of northern freshness
and southern luxuriance which is the hall-mark of Portugal."1
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